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SUBJECT: A STAY OF EXECUTION IN THE STEEL INDUSTRY: IS 
PEACEFUL SETTLEMENT OF DISPUTES POSSIBLE? 

REF: LONDON 14366 

1. BEGIN SUMMARY: THE ELEVENTH-HOUR POSTPONEMENT OF AN 
ALL-OUT STRIKE BY BLASTFURNACEMEN IN THE BRITISH STEEL 
INDUSTRY, WHICH HAD BEEN DUE TO START OFFICIALLY ON SUN- 
DAY (SEPTEMBER 21) MAY HAVE BEEN MORE IN THE NATURE OF A 
STAY OF EXECUTION THAN A RESOLUTION OF THE DISPUTE (REF- 
TEL). HOWEVER, BOTH SIDES AGREED TO AN INQUIRY WHICH WIL 
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ACCORD FOLLOWED A SUSTAINED EFFORT BY THE ADVISORY CONCIL 
IATION AND ARBITRATION SERVICE (ACAS) AND THE INTERVEN- 
TION OF TUC GENERAL SECRETARY LEN MURRAY, AS WELL AS BILL 
SIRS, THE HEAD OF THE IRON AND STEEL TRADES CONFEDERATION. 

IT THUS STAVED OFF WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN A SERIOUS SETBACK 
IN THE DRIVE TOWARDS ECONOMIC RECOVERY IN BRITAIN, BUT TH 
DISPUTE UNDERLINES A FUNDAMENTAL WEAKNESS IN BRITISH IN- 
DUSTRIAL RELATIONS, I.E. THAT DISPUTES INVOLVING RELA- 
TIVELY SMALL NUMBERS OF SPECIALIZED WORKERS CAN RESULT IN 
STOPPAGES THREATENING IMPORTANT INDUSTRIES OR EVEN THE 
LARGER ECONOMY. END SUMMARY. 

2. THE CALLING OF THE STRIKE BY THE NATIONAL UNION OF 
BLASTFURNACEMEN (NUB ) GREW OUT OF A DISPUTE AT THE 
LLANWERN WORKS OF BRITISH STEEL CORPORATION WHERE ABOUT 
140 MEN REFUSED TO WORK A NEW ULTRA-MODERN BLASTFURNACE 
UNLESS THEY GOT A HIGHER RATE OF PAY FOR THE JOB. THE 
STRIKE SPREAD EVEN BEFORE THE OFFICIAL SUNDAY DEADLINE, 

AND IT WAS ESTIMATED THAT BY MONDAY (SEPTEMBER 22) THERE 
WOULD HAVE BEEN 100,000 WORKERS FORCED TO QUIT WORK IN 
THE INDUSTRY. HOWEVER, AFTER A ROUND OF MANY DISCUSSIONS 
BY THE PARTIES WITH THE CONCILIATORS (FROM THE ACAS) AND 
THE INTERVENTION OF LEN MURRAY AND BILL SIRS, THE TWO 
SIDES AGREED TO A PUBLIC INQUIRY OVER THE ISSUES - AL- 
THOUGH THE FINDINGS WILL NOT BE BINDING AND WILL SIMPLY 
FORM THE BASIS FOR FURTHER NEGOTIATIONS BETWEEN THE UNION 
(NUB) AND THE COMPANY (BSC). IN THE MEANWHILE, BITTER 
FEELINGS OVER THE DISPUTE HAVE NOT BEEN DISPELLED AND THE 
NEW FURNACE WILL CONTINUE TO REMAIN IDLE UNTIL AFTER THE 
INQUIRY AND SUBSEQUENT NEGOTIATIONS HAVE BEEN COMPLETED. 

3. THE DISPUTE, HOWEVER, UNDERSCORES NOT ONLY THE STRUC- 
TURAL PROBLEMS POSED BY THE COMPLEX PATCHWORK OF PAY 
SYSTEMS IN SOME SECTORS OF BRITISH INDUSTRY, SUCH AS 
STEEL, BUT ALSO POINTS TO THE URGENT NEED TO STRENGTHEN 
MECHANISMS FOR THE PEACEFUL SETTLEMENT OF DISPUTES - 
LONG BEFORE THEY THREATEN TO SPILL OVER INTO WHOLE INDUS- 
TRIES OR EVEN THE ENTIRE ECONOMY. THE ACAS HAS THE AD VAN- 
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TAGE OF REPRESENTATION BY BOTH TRADE UNIONS AND EMPLOYERS 
BUT IT IS STILL IN ITS NASCENT STAGE AS AN INDEPENDENT 
AGENCY. IT COULD NOT CONTRIBUTE MUCH TO THE OBSERVANCE 
OF THE ANTI-INFLATION POLICY EMBODIED IN THE SOCIAL CON- 
TRACT DURING ITS FIRST YEAR OF OPERATION NOR CAN IT RE- 
FORM WHAT HAS BEEN DESCRIBED AS THE "CHAOTIC NATIONAL 
WAGE STRUCTURE." BUT IT HAS BEEN GRADUALLY BUILDING UP 
SUPPORT AND RESPECT FROM BOTH SIDES OF INDUSTRY FOR THE 
WORK OF ITS CONCILIATORS, MEDIATORS AND ADVISERS - MUCH 
OF WHICH IS PERFORCE QUIET, ROUTINE AND PLODDING. IT IS 
WELL SERVED, TOO, BY BEING UNDER THE DIRECTION OF JIM 
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SUCCESS IN "FIRE EXTINGUISHING" IN THE BLASTFURNACEMEN'S 
DISPUTE HAS ENHANCED ITS REPUTATION. SINCE STRONG LEGAL 
CONSTRAINTS ON UNIONS HAVE BEEN BITTERLY REJECTED BY 
THEM - AS BOTH LABOR AND CONSERVATIVE GOVERNMENTS HAVE 
PAINFULLY DISCOVERED - NON-COERCIVE INSTRUMENTS LIKE THE 
ACAS MAY OFFER THE MOST PRACTICAL HOPE OF DEVELOPING INTO 
THE KIND OF SERIOUS PEACE-KEEPING AGENCY WHICH COULD ULTI- 
MATELY REDUCE THE NUMBER OF DAMAGING STOPPAGES TO MANAGE- 
ABLE PROPORTIONS. PARTICULARLY IF UNIONS AND EMPLOYERS IN 
CREASE THEIR RELIANCE ON ITS SERVICES AS THEIR RESPECT 
FOR ITS WORK GROWS. 
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